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This article considers the attitudes of pupils aged 9–11 years in Scotland towards
their learning of a foreign language in primary school. It also considers their
perception of difficulty, what they tell us causes them difficulty, their language
preferences and the reasons for these. The article identifies any significant
differences between boys and girls in these areas.
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The background to this study
In 1989, Scotland reintroduced Modern Languages in the Primary School (MLPS)
with the establishment of pilot projects in six ‘clusters’ involving the associated
primary schools for six secondary schools in different parts of Scotland. These
‘clusters’ were to be in either French or German in Primary 6 (P6) and Primary 7
(P7), the final years of primary school education in Scotland when pupils are aged
9–11. The Secretary of State announced that he wanted:
to examine the case for beginning the study of a modern European language in
primary school. He is aware that early experiments in the field were not a success
and he considers that a better outcome may be achieved with more careful planning,
an adequate supply of trained teachers, and an appropriate level of resources
committed to the project. (Scottish Office Education and Industry Department
1989, 1)
In 1990, a further six clusters were added to the pilot and included one in Spanish,
one in Italian and brought the number of French clusters to six and German clusters
to four. The teaching of one of four languages reflects one of the big issues facing
English-speaking countries like England, the USA and Australia – which language?
In England there is no one national model and the Key Stage 2 Framework
(Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) 2005), covering the four
years of primary schooling in England and Wales for pupils aged 7–11, as part of the
National Languages Strategy ‘Languages for All: Languages for Life’ (DfES 2002)
embraced a flexible approach, according to local circumstances. Thus a child might
learn only Spanish for the last four years of primary school, or encounter German or
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French, or look at a range of languages including, for example Urdu, Chinese or
Japanese. The Rose review recognised the different models while coming down in
favour of a more focused approach:
The review’s recommendations do not preclude schools from providing opportunities to
learn about several languages, for example, as they study other countries and early
civilisations.
However, it is the advice of the review that more sustained attention should be given
to one or two languages to ensure that children make progress over four years in
keeping with the expectations of the programme of learning. (Rose 2009, 104)
In non-English-speaking countries, English is the dominant taught language and
primary language learning may be seen as a first step in the study of English which
will continue through secondary schooling. In European countries this will usually
be based on the Council of Europe’s Common European Framework (CEFR)
(2007).
The initial model in Scotland was to involve the secondary specialists working in
partnership with their primary colleagues. A total of 4300 pupils in 76 primary
schools were involved in the pilot project. At this stage, the national project was
being monitored by two National Development Officers (NDOs) reporting to Her
Majesty’s Inspector of Schools (HMI). It was also evaluated by a research team
which looked at pupil attainment mainly in a comparative study with pupils who had
not been involved in the pilot. Parental attitudes were believed to play an important
role in the national pilot with some reports of pressure from parents on Members of
Parliament in clusters which were not involved but were adjacent or near to those
which were. The UK Government’s Scottish Office decided to extend the programme
gradually to every primary school in Scotland:
Building on these foundations (i.e., the National and Regional Pilots), we now propose
that all Scottish Primary Schools should offer teaching in a modern European language:
French, German, Spanish or Italian . . . I intend that the Scottish Office Education
Department, in consultation with other interested parties, should devise an implementa-
tion strategy, including training arrangements, which would bring to larger numbers of
primary teachers the linguistic skills they need to introduce a modern language into the
Primary Curriculum. (Scottish Office Education and Industry Department 1993, 2)
A phased programme of training was started in November 1993 following
consultation with local authorities, Teacher Education Institutions (TEIs) and other
interested parties. The Inspectorate explained the change from secondary specialist
to the primary teacher:
It is because of the new ideas coming out of the pilot about the truly distinctive nature of
the early start that we now see the role of the primary class teacher to be so crucial . . . It
is for these reasons that we have arrived pragmatically and after more than three years’
experience in the pilot at the point where we are formulating the thought that the person
best placed to deliver the foreign language in innovative ways described above, is the
primary class teacher. (Boyes 1993, 1)
Primary teachers were given a programme of training over a period of 27 days,
usually on a once-a-week basis, except for rural/island areas where blocks of days
were preferred. Clusters of schools entered training at the same time such that one
teacher from each primary school in the cluster underwent the training during the
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same school session. Languages provision in the first year of secondary education
was considered and where diversification was in existence, some teachers from some
of the primary schools in the cluster would be trained in one language and others in
the other language. By the year 2000, a total of 5200 teachers had been trained across
Scotland and thus almost all pupils in Scotland, in P6 and P7, were being taught a
foreign language. Seventy-seven per cent of teachers were trained in French, 19% in
German, 3% in Spanish and 1% in Italian, most of the latter two languages being
concentrated in West Central Scotland in denominational schools.
Evaluation to date
As the training was established, two NDOs were asked to evaluate what was
happening in those primary schools which had completed training and had
embarked on teaching a foreign language. A selection of schools was identified
across the country in consultation with local authority personnel with responsibility
for the development. During the period 1996–1998, the schools’ inspectorate (HMI)
also monitored the implementation of MLPS in 42 schools nationally. In 1998, HMI
published a report which identified one of the key strengths of the project as ‘the
enthusiasm and motivation of almost all pupils’ (Scottish Office Education and
Industry Department 1999, 8).
Between 1995 and 1998, a pilot assessment of achievement in Modern Languages
was conducted, as part of the national Assessment of Achievement Programme,
followed by a full survey in 2001. This looked at attainment in French or German
and also pupil perception of difficulty. That proved to be the last nationally
commissioned research to date, although Gallastegi (2004) looked at the attitudes of
pupils towards Spanish in West Central Scotland.
The affective aims of MLPS
The literature identifies a good number of diverse aims for early language learning.
These include the development of linguistic competence in the same language, an
‘encounter’ with a number of languages, the development of language awareness
more generally, the development of cultural or perhaps European awareness, and the
development of personal confidence and transferable skills. Another aim is the
development of positive attitudes towards language learning. Some argue that by
starting earlier we can develop these positive attitudes, which hopefully will continue
later in life and into the secondary school, where negative attitudes towards language
learning are sometimes to be found.
Driscoll pointed to the different emphases which might be given in the primary
sector:
In primary schools, the aim of language competence may be more low key and the
broader aims of language awareness, developing language learning skills and the
cultivation of positive attitudes towards language learning may take the foreground.
(Driscoll and Frost 1999, 14)
Tost Planet argued that ‘The overall objective in teaching a foreign language at
primary level should be to generate in the children an essentially positive attitude
towards language learning’ (Doye´ and Hurrell 1997, 21). Gregory (1996) identified
the two factors of attitude and intercultural competence in a Yorkshire primary
Education 3–13 3
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school and according to Harris and Conway (2002), one of the aims of the pilot
project in Ireland was to foster positive attitudes to language learning. The vast
majority of project teachers agreed that aim had been achieved.
If attitudes are positive, it is argued, pupils might be more motivated to learn a
language. Dornyei and Csizer (1998) referred to the influential work of Gardner and
Lambert (1972) and two main types of motivation, integrative and instrumental.
Integrative motivation relates to the wish to interact with speakers of the other
language whereas instrumental motivation is a wish to gain, for example, an
economic advantage through learning a foreign language or getting a job. Dornyei
and Csizer classified these two traditional types of motivation under the ‘language
level’ but added two other dimensions, the ‘learner level’ and the ‘learning situation
level’. Under the ‘learner level’ he identified ‘the need for achievement and self-
confidence, the latter encompassing various aspects of language anxiety, perceived
second language (L2) competence, attributions about past experiences and self-
efficacy’ (Dornyei and Csizer 1998, 206). Under the ‘learning situation level’ he
identified three main sources of motivation:
. Course specific, e.g., being motivated by good marks and intrinsic motivation
from enjoyment and fun.
. Teacher specific, e.g., the teachers’ behaviour, personality and teaching style as
well as the pupils’ desire to please the teacher.
. Group specific, e.g., the group dynamics of the learners.
Noels et al. (2000) referred to three types of intrinsic motivation based on developing
knowledge, accomplishment (the enjoyment from achieving), and stimulation, (the
enjoyment of the activity itself). The motivation issue is a particularly difficult one
for modern linguists in the UK. Johnstone noted how the situation is more difficult
in English-speaking countries:
It is widely held that learner motivation in English Language Learning (ELL) is not a
major problem, and this is generally confirmed by Blondin et al. (1997). In the UK and
other English-dominated countries, however, at some point along the line motivation
does become a major problem. (Johnstone 2003, 20)
Chambers (1999) quoted a number of studies which refer to pupils not being so
positive about Modern Languages (ML), including citing an Ofsted (The Office for
Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills in England and Wales) report
stating that pupils’ attitudes were usually positive but that the enthusiasm, which was
evident in beginners’ lessons, was not so evident by Key Stage 4, when pupils are
usually aged 14–16. In his comparative study between German pupils in Kiel and
English pupils in Leeds, Chambers (1999) also pointed out that the major difference
between German and British learners appeared to lie in the area of perceived
relevance. Kiel pupils identified English among their three most useful subjects and
interview responses reflected the importance attached to foreign language learning
and English in particular. In Kiel more importance was attached to learning English
than Leeds pupils attached to learning German. Part of this was that both sets of
pupils identified English-speaking countries as popular due to pop culture,
Disneyland and soap operas. It was also the case that German pupils had more
opportunities to use the language in a work context than was the case among Leeds
pupils who also wished to visit English-speaking countries more than, for example,
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German-speaking countries. Another factor which Chambers (1999) identified in
relation to motivation was gender. He pointed out that gender is regarded as being a
significant factor in language learning and cited various studies (Gagnon 1974;
Gardner and Smythe 1975; Powell and Littlewood 1982) which established that girls
tend to have a more positive attitude to learning French, German, and Spanish than
do boys. Chambers (1999) also noted how previous research (Whyte 1981) showed
that generally boys were more enthusiastic about science than girls, whereas girls
were more positively inclined towards French than boys. According to other
previous studies (Burstall et al. 1974; Harris and Murtagh 1999) girls are more highly
motivated than boys when it comes to learning languages. Some argue that an earlier
start can help to motivate pupils, both boys and girls, and that if they are motivated at
this stage then positive attitudes towards language learning can be developed. It is
therefore vital that the primary experience is a good one. Chambers (1999) made the
case that where the primary foreign language experience was positive it might enthuse
the pupils to continue with ML but that where it was less than positive, it might bring
about a negative attitude to foreign language learning which pupils take with them to
secondary school. Dornyei (1994) talked about the dangers of L2 (second language)
learning failure and that learners might feel that it is simply beyond them. They can
develop a feeling of it being too difficult and give up, a situation which would not be
easy to change at secondary level.
In the light of the above, this present research was designed to complement
Gallastegi’s (2004) findings relating to MLPS (Spanish) and investigate the attitudes
of Scottish pupils towards MLPS (French and German) in 10 local authorities across
the Central Belt of Scotland, including cities such as Glasgow, Edinburgh and
Stirling as well as largely rural areas. It would also investigate whether there were
significant differences in attitudes between boys and girls at this early stage, as well as
their perception of difficulty.
Methodology
The researcher contacted the ‘gatekeepers’, the key representatives of all 10 local
authorities to explain the purpose of the research. They were asked to recommend a
cross-section of schools, five per authority, taking into account such factors as
urban/rural, small/large and socio-economic variation, thus providing a total of 50
schools which would reflect these factors. It was important not to bias the sampling
in any way and it was emphasised that they should not only recommend their star
schools or those which they wished to ‘showcase’. In some cases the researcher was
required to submit the questionnaire to the local authority for approval. Once
authority level approval was obtained, a letter was sent to head teachers, followed a
week later by a phone call from the researcher to discuss the research and arrange for
school visits to conduct the field work. This was carried out in the summer term and
completed in 2008, following earlier piloting.
A questionnaire, primarily containing quantitative closed questions, but with
additional open questions for free response, was developed. This investigated the
attitudes of pupils towards the specific activities they were doing in class, their
overall attitude, their perception of difficulty and language preference. The data for
these last three categories – overall attitude, their perception of difficulty and
language preference – form the basis for this present article. A four-point Likert
(1932) scale was used for most questions, including their overall attitude to
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learning a language, with two positive statements (they liked something a lot or
quite liked it) and two negative statements (they only liked something a little or did
not like it). When coding data for statistical analysis, these categories were rated
from 1–4 such that higher scores indicated a greater degree of preference. To
measure the perception of difficulty, a five-point Likert scale (very easy, easy,
average, difficult, and very difficult) was used. For the language preference question,
the pupils were asked to choose which language they would like to learn from a
choice of French, Italian, German or Spanish, or they were told they could write
another language if they wished. They were also asked to write why they had
chosen that language. The pupil questionnaire was to be self-administered within
class in the presence of the researcher. Classes were taken through the question-
naire, section by section, by the researcher in order to clarify any points. At the
end of each section there was an open question and pupils were asked to write in
their own words how they felt about that skill area. A total of n ¼ 468 P6 (aged
9–10) and n ¼ 506 P7 (aged 10–11) pupils completed useable questionnaires. The
statistical data were entered into Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).
Socio-demographic data were coded to allow analysis of pupil attitudes by gender
and socio-economic status. Pupil attitudes were analysed with both descriptive and
inferential statistics. For univariate and bivariate comparisons, pupil attitude
variables were examined for skewness and kurtosis to determine whether they were
normally distributed. Where data were normally distributed, appropriate para-
metric tests (t-tests and Analysis of Variance – ANOVAs) were conducted. Where
data were not normally distributed, various transformations did not help improve
normality. In these cases, non-parametric tests (i.e., Mann Whitney U tests) were
used for univariate comparisons. However, in large samples (n 4 200) the impact
of significant skewness and kurtosis upon normality diminishes substantially
(Tabachnik and Fidel 2001). Moreover, ANOVA is quite robust to moderate
departures from a normal distribution (Coolican 2004). Finally, pupil responses to
the open questions were coded and subjected to thematic analysis. Verbatim
quotations from each theme are presented in order to illustrate the statistical
pattern identified in the quantitative, closed questions. They are presented verbatim
preserving pupils’ grammatical, spelling and punctuation use.
Overall attitudes of pupils in P6
Overall attitudes among the P6 cohort were positive, with the girls being more
positive than the boys. Sixty-six per cent of boys chose the two positive categories
(liked a lot or quite liked) whereas 81.7% of girls chose the two positive categories.
A Mann Whitney U test (U ¼ 20373.0, p ¼ 0.000) confirmed that girls (mean ¼
3.23) were significantly more positive than the boys (2.80). Pupils could also tick a
box if it was their favourite subject and 26% of girls rated it as their favourite subject
while 14% of boys rated it so.
Girls
The girls’ comments are mostly illustrative of this positive attitude: ‘I love French. It
is the best subject in school’; ‘FRENCH IS GREAT’; ‘I enjoy it mostly’; ‘French is
brilliant. Mrs P. does games to help us understand. I have really enjoyed learning
French’; ‘I think German is fun because you get to play games.’
6 D. Tierney and L. Gallastegi
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However, not all comments were positive, with some indicating the reasons for
demotivation: ‘French is fun but it’s a lot of the time quite boring because we don’t
play a lot of games’; ‘I think French can be good sometimes and REALLY boring
other times. They should make it more fun’.
Boys
Among the boys there were also positive comments: ‘French is just amazing!!!!!!!!’;
‘I like French very much especially for me because I speak a different language at
home. I always wanted to speak a language from Europe’; ‘I am really enjoying
French. I think the way it is taught through games is good’.
However, 18% of boys do not like MLPS in contrast to only 7.5% of girls and
there were also a good number of negative comments from the boys, which begin to
illustrate some of the reasons: ‘Learning French was interesting at the beginning but
now it is so boring’; ‘I think French is very boring because all we do is copy things
down and answer questions’; ‘I think French is boring because we get treated like
2 year olds’; ‘I dread Wednesday because French is on’; ‘I don’t like French because
it gets really boring listening to tapes and writing on worksheets’.
Although some of these boys may generally take a negative attitude to all school
subjects, these figures are worrying. Although the figures overall are relatively
positive, one might perhaps have expected even more positive attitudes at this stage
with the novelty factor; already, after less than a year, 18% of boys dislike the
subject.
All of the pupils’ comments were then analysed further and identified the
following motivational themes:
(i) Fun (intrinsic motivation): For a good number (43 specific comments) it was
the nature of the learning itself which appeared to motivate them: ‘I like
learning French because it’s fun and learning songs and games can be really
exciting’.
(ii) Teacher specific: 10 pupils commented on how they liked their Modern
Language teacher. In some cases this was their own teacher. In other cases it
was the change of teacher for Modern Languages which appeared to
motivate them: ‘I enjoy French and I like Mrs X better than Miss Y. French
rules!’
(iii) Speaking to others (integrative motivation): This was quite a common
category (48 pupils) and some P6 pupils were already aware of the use of
language either on holiday or here: ‘I think learning French is a very good
experience because if anyone of us meet a French person then we will be able
to speak to them’; ‘I think it is quite handy, especially for me because I go to
France every summer and now I’ll be able to speak to them’.
(iv) Future study: For two pupils it was preparation for the secondary school
which they commented upon: ‘I like doing French because you learn things
and you do it in high school’.
It is interesting to note that at this stage it is mainly intrinsic motivation (the fun
aspect) or integrative motivation (the value of the language for tourism) which
feature most prominently. No pupil specified future career issues and only two are
thinking specifically about progression to the secondary school. This underlines the
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importance of the teaching methodology at this stage in order to motivate pupils. As
was evident from Chambers (1999) the role of the teacher is so vitally important.
British pupils, and most certainly pupils at this stage, do not often see benefits in
terms of future career prospects. The other motivating factor is clearly the potential
use when visiting the country even though it is often thought that many of the
children will not intend to visit France, since Spain and Italy are more popular
destinations for Scottish pupils.
Overall attitudes of pupils in P7
The P7 pupils were also asked their overall attitude to learning a foreign language on
the same four-point scale as P6. When the two positive categories were combined, it
showed again that girls were more positive than boys: 66.2% of P7 girls were positive
about this experience compared to 56.7% of P7 boys who either quite liked or liked
learning a language a lot. Among the P6 cohort, the figures were 82% and 66%
respectively and the difference between P6 boys and girls was found to be significant.
A Mann Whitney U test (U ¼ 27501.5) was also carried out for P7 and confirmed
that P7 girls (mean ¼ 2.89) were also significantly more positive than the boys
(mean ¼ 2.66).
Among the P6 cohort, 26% of girls and 14% of boys had chosen ML as
their favourite subject. Among the P7 cohort, 10.5% of boys and 15.5% of girls
considered it to be their favourite subject. A chi square analysis (chi ¼ 2.752, df ¼ 1,
p ¼ 0.097) suggested that this was not a significant difference.
Girls
The P7 comments were analysed by gender and the P7 girls’ comments revealed the
following themes:
(i) Fun (intrinsic motivation): For some it was an enjoyable experience: ‘I think
French is really straightforward to learn and it’s good that we know a
different language. I like French a lot’; ‘It’s fun and I like it because it’s like
going back to P1 but in another language so it’s harder. It’s fun because you
don’t always sit at your seat’.
(ii) Boring: Others did not enjoy the experience: ‘I think French is the most
boring language in the world, a lot of my classmates including me hate
French lessons’.
(iii) Speaking to others (integrative motivation): 22 girls identified its usefulness,
16 for travel and none for jobs, although three said for later in life: ‘I think
French is great ’cause if you go on holiday to France you will be able to
socialise with them’; ‘I like French because if you go to France you will be
able to talk to people and people can talk to you’.
(iv) Future study: Three girls referred to secondary school: ‘I love French because
I will know all of it when I go to HIGH SCHOOL’. One girl is not convinced
of its future use, however: ‘I’m not really sure why we need to do French as
most people are not going to really use it unless they go to France a lot. I’ve
never been to France and probably won’t’. Another cannot understand why
it is French she learns: ‘I think French is a little dumb because I never go to
France. I go to Spain and Italy’.
8 D. Tierney and L. Gallastegi
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Boys
Analysis of the P7 boys’ comments identified similar themes:
(i) Fun (intrinsic motivation): Similar to the girls, some found language
learning to be an enjoyable experience: ‘I love learning French because I love
to learn foreign languages’; ‘I like French because it gets you out of doing
work’.
(ii) Boring: Likewise, some boys failed to enjoy the experience: ‘I hate French
because very boring and very very not interesting’; ‘I think it is very boring I
think it would be better learning our own language instead of slang’.
(iii) Speaking to others (integrative motivation): 23 P7 boys identified their
learning of a foreign language to be useful for the future. Of these, 18 name
foreign travel as a useful purpose: ‘I think French is interesting because we
are learning another language instead of English and it’s good to know when
you go on holiday’; ‘I think learning French will be helpful to us, because a
lot of us go to France, and then we can communicate in and make friends’.
(iv) Future study: Although they are in their final year at primary school, only
one identified secondary school as a purpose: ‘I think French in primary
school is good because it prepares us for High School’.
(v) Future career: Two boys identified future job prospects: ‘French is very good
as it can help you in jobs when you need to have foreign languages’; ‘It’s
great. You may need it on holiday or if you get a job there’.
(vi) One pupil articulated a pro-language learning view: ‘I think learning French
is good because most countries in Europe learn English and we should learn
another country’s language’.
Looking at the data and comments for overall attitudes, a higher percentage of the
P6 cohort like learning languages. However, there is still a positive majority among
the P7 cohort with means for boys of 2.66, and girls of 2.89. That is less positive than
the distinct P6 cohort (means of 2.80 for boys and 3.23 for girls) but this was not a
longitudinal study so this disparity may have occurred because the novelty was
beginning to wear off, P7 methods were less successful, or the work was becoming
harder, or could represent an underlying difference between the two cohorts.
Perception of difficulty among P6 pupils
The researcher also wished to establish the perception of difficulty among P6 pupils
relating to languages using the five-point Likert scale (very easy, easy, average,
difficult, very difficult) described earlier where high scores indicate greater difficulty.
The greatest number of pupils (51% of 247 boys and 47% of 215 girls) found
MLPS to be of average difficulty. More boys (17% and 9%) found it to be difficult
or very difficult respectively, compared to girls (11% and 6% respectively).
Correspondingly, more girls found it easy (26%) or very easy (11%) compared to
boys (17% and 7% respectively). T-test analysis (t ¼ 3.245, df ¼ 46, p ¼ .001)
suggests that boys (mean ¼ 3.05, sd ¼ 0.97) found it significantly more difficult than
girls (mean ¼ 2.75, sd ¼ 0.98).
The ‘fun’ methodology is appearing to be well received by boys but there are
certain aspects which pupils find difficult. Further analysis of pupil comments was
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carried out to give greater insight into what these difficulties might be. A fair number
of comments were of a general nature, e.g., ‘French is hard’ but some were more
specific and help to illustrate the quantitative data.
Girls
The girls identified difficulties in all four skills areas. Some are concerned about
speaking, some about writing. A number identify reading, with concern about
spellings, pronunciation and sound patterns. Some of the comments relate to
listening and in this instance it is difficulty of comprehension with speed of delivery,
presumably on CD, which is a problem: ‘The writing can be very hard if you do not
know how’; ‘I think reading is hard because of different spellings’; ‘French is very
interesting but some words are hard to say’; ‘I am quite good at reading (top group
in my class) but French is quite difficult because I feel I haven’t been taught much
French over the past year so reading it is quite hard’; ‘It is quite hard. French people
speak quite fast, so it is hard to understand them’.
Boys
The boys’ comments also reflect concerns about all four skills areas. There appears
to be slightly greater concern among boys about differences in accent, pronunciation
and spelling: ‘It is sometimes hard to understand French people because they have a
different accent’; ‘Reading is hard because they spell and pronounce different’; ‘It is
quite hard because you sometimes have to put in accents’; ‘Some French words have
silent letters so they are quite hard how to read’; ‘I think speaking is quite
hard because you do not know how to pronounce it’; ‘I think listening to French is
hard because people speak in French so fast that it is hard to understand’; ‘I don’t
like reading in French because the words are so different and there are weird
symbols’; ‘I think speaking French is quite hard because once you know it when you
go back to it you forget so you have to have it written down on paper to remember’.
Perception of difficulty among P7 pupils
The P7 pupils were also asked to rate the difficulty of learning a language on the
same five-point scale from very easy to very difficult. For 55.9% of boys and 53.7%
of girls it was of average difficulty. If one combines the two difficulty categories, then
24.5% of boys considered it difficult or very difficult and 18.4% of girls chose those
two categories. A t-test (t ¼ 2.666) confirmed that the boys’ perception of difficulty
(mean ¼ 3.07) was again significantly higher than that of the girls (mean ¼ 2.87).
This gender difference was also significant among the P6 cohort. Analysis of
each of the skills areas had identified some of the areas of difficulty; the pupils’
general comments for P7 were also analysed to try to gain greater insight into their
perception of difficulty. As with the P6 cohort, a large number were general
comments such as ‘Sometimes it is hard’.
Girls
Among the girls’ comments there were also some general ones like ‘It is sometimes
difficult’. There were fewer comments than among the boys which went on to say
10 D. Tierney and L. Gallastegi
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why. When they did elaborate, three of the comments were about pronunciation
and speaking and one was about comprehension: ‘I think French is hard because
of the pronunciation and the way it’s spelt’; ‘I think French is quite hard with
pronunciation its also OK but not my favourite subject’; ‘Sometimes French can be
fun but it is hard when you have to speak’; ‘I like French but sometimes it is hard
and you don’t understand’.
Boys
Among the boys there were not very many specific comments. When they did state
why it was hard, their comments related to difficulties with pronunciation, with
comprehension and with grammar/difference: ‘I think learning French is fairly easy
but the pronunciations are quite hard’; ‘French pronunciation can be hard but it’s an
easy subject’; ‘I think French is good but sometimes it is hard to pronounce it’; ‘I find
it quite hard to understand because you don’t know what it means’; ‘It is quite like
English but lots of words are either male or female which is quite hard’.
Language preference among P6 pupils
Pupils were also asked which language they would like to learn if they had a free
choice. Most pupils were studying French and they were told they could tick that
box if they wished. It was stressed to them that their reasons were an important
aspect of the research and they should try to write why they would choose a
particular language. They were also allowed to write a different language from those
offered (French, German, Italian, or Spanish) if they so wished.
Of the four languages offered, Spanish proved to be the most popular among
both boys (44%) and girls (47%). The next most popular was Italian among 25% of
boys and 27% of girls. Eighteen per cent of girls preferred French and 16% of boys.
Although the sample included some pupils learning German, it proved least popular
with 9% of the girls ticking that box against 15% of boys. Given that the sample was
mainly learning French, with a small percentage of pupils doing German, there was a
clear shift of preference from French to Italian and Spanish. No pupils in the sample
were learning these languages. The reasons given for wanting to learn a language
were analysed and these fall into the following broad themes:
(i) Family and friends: The most common theme is family and friends. These
sub-divide into: (a) having a member of the family or a friend who is from a
different country; (b) having a member of the family who lives in the
country, most often an aunt or grandparent who lives in Spain; (c) having a
member of the family, usually an older sibling, or friend who is learning the
language: ‘Because my Auntie is Dutch and I would like to speak to her like
that’; ‘Because my best friend . . . comes from Iraq’; ‘I would like to learn
Italian because my brother knows it and it’s funny’; ‘Because my family are
Italian’; ‘Because my auntie and cousins moved to France’; ‘All my cousins
speak German so I could talk with them secretly’; ‘I would like to learn
Gaelic because lots of my family know it and I usually go to Ireland for my
holidays’.
(ii) Holidays: This was also a common theme, particularly in respect of Spanish.
The pupils identify the utility of a language for understanding signs etc. but
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mainly to communicate with the indigenous population. Italian is also
identified on a number of occasions for this reason, with French and
German being mentioned, although much less frequently. A few pupils
identify the desire to speak to tourists here: ‘I always mostly go there for my
holidays and girls come up to me talking Spanish and I would like to speak
back to them’; ‘I often go to Spain or Spanish islands for my holiday’;
‘I mainly go to Spain and would be able to speak to people’.
(iii) Future: A number of pupils look forward to going to the country either on
holiday (although this is not always clear) or to live there, perhaps as a result
of a previous visit: ‘Because when I am older I want to go and stay in
Germany’; ‘When I am older I am going to France’; ‘I would like to go to
Italy’; ‘Because I am going to go to Spain when I get older’.
Language preference among P7 pupils
As with the P6 cohort, Spanish proved to be the most popular with 44.6% of boys
and 47.9% of girls ticking that box. Second most popular was Italian among 22.3%
of boys and 19.1% of girls, followed by French, with 12.4% of boys and 16% of
girls. German was chosen by 8.7% of boys and 9.3% of girls. It must be borne in
mind that the majority of pupils completing the questionnaire were studying French
so obviously it no longer had novelty appeal.
The P7 pupils’ comments were analysed to see if they were similar to the P6
cohort’s reasons for wanting to learn a particular language. The main reasons for P7
pupils wanting to learn a language are similar to P6 pupils; family connections,
contact with the country, travelling there on holiday or wishing to go there in the
future.
(i) Family: Either relations who are foreign or who speak the language:
‘Most of my family come from Ireland and I know some Irish but would
like to extend it’; ‘I would like that language because I’m a quarter
Italian and the rest of my family can speak it’; ‘I want to learn Italian
because some of my family come from Italy and I would like to visit
Italy’; ‘I would like to speak German because my mum speaks German
and it sounds interesting’.
(ii) Holidays: Many pupils go to Spain on holiday and therefore see its
usefulness. However, it is not the only country visited: ‘It is because I go to
France on holiday and I would like to learn to speak better for future’; ‘I
would like to learn Italian because it produces a challenge. Also so that I can
go on holiday there, but I do like French a lot. I may find Italian boring if I
start it’; ‘I would like to learn Spanish because when I went on holiday to
Spain I found their language very interesting, I also tried to learn some
words which was very amusing’; ‘I would like to learn Spanish as I go there a
lot and have never been to France’; ‘I like French because there is good
skiing in France so it would help a lot if I knew the languages’.
(iii) Future: Some pupils envisage a life abroad: ‘I would like to learn this
language because I would like to live in Spain someday’.
(iv) A new theme emerges among the P7 cohort. Some are more aware of the
widespread use of Spanish and identify that as their reason for wanting to
learn that language: ‘A lot of countries speak Spanish’; ‘I would like to learn
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Spanish because it is used a lot in different countries and it sounds
interesting’; ‘Spanish because it’s a widely used language’.
Conclusions
This paper has considered three important themes. It has identified the attitudes of
both age cohorts and gender differences. It has identified the motivational factors at
work. It has also identified pupils’ perception of difficulty and what it is that pupils
tell us they find difficult. Thirdly, it looked at the language preference of pupils and
their reasons for wanting to learn a language at this stage. This section draws
together these three themes and considers what the findings mean for classroom
practice and for policy-makers. It also considers future research which would further
develop our knowledge relating to these themes.
Attitudes
The introduction of MLPS in Scotland has been successful, if measured only in terms
of the affective aim. Most pupils have a positive attitude to their learning a language
at this stage and the positive reasons for learning a language are similar among both
age cohorts. Both P6 and P7 pupils are more positive than negative about their
language learning experience, although the P7 pupils are less positive than the P6
pupils. In both groups a significant gender difference was identified, with the girls
more positive than the boys. A lot of the motivation in both P6 and P7 is based on
intrinsic motivation, through the enjoyment of classroom activities, and integrative
motivation, the desire to speak to others in their own language, here or abroad. The
interactive nature of the learning and the fun aspects, such as learning through
games, are well received by both cohorts and gender groupings. We appear to have
come a long way from the experiments of the 1960s when some of the methods were
described as ‘arid’ and inappropriate for learners at this stage of development. Much
has been achieved in a European context in disseminating good practice in early
language learning and the use of games, songs and storytelling has become more
widespread. This research shows that such approaches in Scotland have been well
received and that much of language learning is generally seen as fun. It is important
to identify these methods and continue with staff development for teachers
responsible for language learning.
For few pupils in both cohorts, and perhaps surprisingly in the P7 cohort, it is
not seen as important as preparation for their future study of languages nor do they
identify it as helping them with literacy more generally. No pupils at this stage see
languages as important for their future careers. Among both P6 and P7 some pupils
identify boredom, lack of interest in activities such as copying or listening to tapes.
As always, the teacher herself is so important in motivating her classes and where
pupils have identified approaches which have not worked, it is important for staff
development to minimise or eliminate these approaches.
Perception of difficulty
For both P6 and P7, learning a language was of average difficulty for most pupils.
There was a significant gender difference in both cohorts with boys finding it more
difficult than girls. In analysing the specific difficulties these were identified as similar
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for both P6 and P7 and for both genders. They relate to pronunciation, linking the
written word with the spoken word, the difference factor such as ‘weird symbols’ and
spelling, silent letters, grammatical differences such as gender and some difficulties
with listening comprehension. Teachers at this stage perhaps need to pay greater
attention to reassurance about differences from mother tongue. They might also
want to make connections with words or structures that have similar spelling but are
pronounced differently between English and the foreign language, for example
‘orange’, ‘table’, ‘violet’. Teachers also need to develop pronunciation in a sensitive
and encouraging way and build pupils’ confidence. Boys in particular may be less
willing to ‘have a go’ in mimicking difficult sounds. The pupils are telling us that they
do not like speaking on their own and being put on the spot. Language anxiety is
already evident, even at this early stage, with concerns over pronunciation
difficulties. As for listening, reassurance is required that not everything needs to be
understood. Speed of delivery can also be addressed by pausing the recording and/or
repeating live. The attitudes of pupils to specific activities were also analysed and
these will be reported in a future article.
There is the concern that pupils might switch off if they encounter difficulties at
this stage. The key landmark report for the previous experiment in introducing early
language learning (Burstall et al. 1974) identified the fact that some pupils in primary
schools found languages too difficult and were already demotivated as a result even
before reaching secondary school. Methods were not suitable and some pupils
thought language learning was beyond them. Fortunately, according to the data, the
lessons now appear to be pitched at the correct level with most pupils finding it very
easy to average difficulty, although the boys do find ML more difficult than the girls.
Those responsible for implementation need to ensure that methods employed build
confidence among pupils. Some of the methods in earlier experiments were not
appropriate for the pupils’ stage of development or for the whole ability spectrum
and it is important to ensure that those mistakes are not repeated.
Language preference
The reasons for language preference largely remain the same at both stages and
among both boys and girls. Spanish emerges as the most popular among both P6 and
P7. The reasons for this relate to the obvious utility value of the language with pupils
identifying the fact that they go there and wish to speak to Spanish people. Some
pupils in both cohorts start to envisage a trip to, or living in, the foreign country.
One new factor emerges among P7 and that is an awareness of the widespread use of
Spanish and its importance as a world language. An increase in Spanish might
increase the level of motivation for the simple reason that pupils can more readily see
a reason for learning that language. Family and friends are also an important factor,
whether it is an Italian parent, a brother who speaks German, or a gran who lives in
Spain, so any specific local factors such as large local Italian community should be
borne in mind when identifying which language to offer.
The P7 cohort does not identify their impending transfer to secondary school as
an important factor in their reason for wanting to learn a particular language. Nor
do they see the foreign language as helping their understanding of language
generally. More needs to be done to raise awareness among pupils as to why they are
learning a language. Of course, they may see the benefits of learning Spanish because
they go there or they might like learning Italian because they have Italian relatives.
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Nevertheless, whichever language they are learning they need to understand the
purpose and the benefits of doing so. Teachers and educationalists will know
the social, cultural and linguistic benefits of language learning but these need to be
explained to pupils so they understand why they are learning a language, the purpose
of which might not be immediately evident to them.
Future research
This study has identified positive attitudes generally but significant differences
between boys and girls. Further research, perhaps qualitative research interviewing
boys, would provide further useful insights into why they are less motivated. Further
qualitative research looking at each aspect of the language learning experience would
also be useful. This would help inform some of the existing good practice which has
developed in a European context as well as developing our knowledge of language
learning activities which demotivate pupils. Future research could also investigate
more fully why boys in particular find ML more difficult. What is it that causes them
to state that it is more difficult? Interviews with boys would again provide more
useful insight. Interviews with girls might also help to explain why language learning
is motivational for them and could elucidate why there is this gender difference. This
research has given some clear indications of how pupils relate to their language
learning experience and further in-depth research would help to build on what
appears to have been good progress since earlier experiments.
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